
 “A hero is an ordinary individual who finds  
          the strength to persevere and endure  
             in spite of overwhelming obstacles”  
                 ~Christopher Reeve   

 
   “That’s what good teachers do” 

 

By Stephen Rusiniak    
  
 Michael Landsberry was a hero and he was a teacher. And when a 12 year old student 
in the middle school where he taught began shooting, Landsberry intervened. He could have 
run away; he could have saved himself, but instead, he stepped  between the business end of 
a powerful handgun and the student targets being selected by the shooter. In Landsberry's 
world, the students came first. Those who knew him weren't surprised by his actions because 
they say he was a good teacher, and after all, that's what good teachers do.  

 When a massive tornado tore through Moore, OK reducing to rubble the three schools 
in its path, Becky Jo Evans used her body to shelter students huddled beneath her, and so 
too did fellow teacher, Rhonda Crosswhite. Their actions, while certainly heroic, should come 
of no surprise-especially to teachers, because they already know what others outside of the 
profession need to understand: that's what good teachers do.  

 Caring and compassionate teachers are nothing new, and it's been my good fortune to 
have met many, but I'm especially grateful for two in particular.   

 Math and I were never friends, and in high school, Algebra and Geometry only served 
to reinforce our mutual dislike. In no time I was hopelessly lost and struggling with both  
subjects. Mrs. Ryerson, my Algebra teacher, knew this and offered to tutor me. And soon  
afterwards, my Geometry teacher, Mrs. Card, did likewise. It took a supreme effort from me 
and from these great teachers, but eventually, my name reappeared  on to the academic  
honor roll. And these teachers both worked with me after school, on their own time, neither 
being compensated financially. Each loved teaching; each put their students first, and in the 
opinion of this one time mathematically-challenged student, that's what good teachers do.  

 Christopher Reeve once said, "A hero is an ordinary individual who finds the strength 
to persevere and endure in spite of overwhelming obstacles." None would argue that those 
teachers who have risked their lives for the sake of their students shouldn't qualify for this 
designation, but I would suggest that in the context of Mr. Reeve's statement, the words, 
hero and teacher are synonymous, and thus, Mrs. Ryerson and Mrs. Card  were heroes. I can 
remember another hero-teacher from my childhood that I’m sure many others remember 
too, but oddly enough, she never really existed.  

 Miss Crabtree was a character from the Little Rascals "Our Gang" series, and she  was 
an awesome  example of what every  teacher  might  strive to be. She was the total  teaching 
package:  young  and  pretty  and  personable  and  smart.  And  of  course, being  the perfect   

 

 

 



 

 

teacher that she was, besides her obvious role as an educator, she knew everything about her       
students: their strengths and weaknesses; what they liked or disliked; their  social situations 
including what was happening in each of their homes. Miss Crabtree cared about her kids—
both inside and outside of school. And even in this early 1930s make believe world in which 
the Little Rascals resided, it was understood, like today, that's what good teachers do.  

 I wonder though, how would Miss Crabtree 
fare if she were teaching today?  

 Nowadays public school teachers face a 
multitude of overwhelming obstacles previously 
not encountered by their predecessors. They 
must be  content to work within an environment 
which has been poisoned by elected officials who 
publicly proclaim the totality of our schools as 
"failure factories." Such ignorant and misguided 
rhetoric, when  spouted by political hacks, only 
serves to bolster their own twisted and corrupt 
personal agendas, while doing nothing to            
improve the system for which they claim is in 
disrepair.                                  Miss Crabtree: a teachers teacher! 
 It's into this environment daily that today's teachers must toil; all the while             
cognoscente of the fact that even as the verbal assaults and political retribution directed  
towards them, their profession and their unions remains ongoing, any thoughts concerning 
same are cast aside as classes commence because when all's said and done, they know what 
really matters and will always, always put the students first and foremost,  simply because, 
that's what good teachers do.  

 My wife and my son are teachers. While Karen is closer to the end of her career, 
Michael’s is just beginning. The changes she’s witnessed within the system during her twenty-
five-plus years as an educator now seem less daunting when measured against the prospect of 
what Michael and his colleagues will surely face in the coming years.  

 But, when it comes right down to it, whether risking their lives, helping a struggling 
student unravel the mysteries of mathematical formulas, or simply doing their best to teach 
in a world that is profoundly mired in bureaucratic administrative and/or legislative policies, 
good teachers will always persevere. I’m not surprised by this because I learned a long time 
ago, that's what good teachers do, and if he were here today, I’m sure Michael Landsberry 
would concur.  
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the backstory: 
 

It’s not necessarily a good time to be a teacher—my piece already says as much.  So do 
teachers.  

 This piece, like many before it, started out as something else, but after reading one too 
many newspaper articles about the problems facing today’s teachers, and after hearing yet  
another verbal assault leveled upon them by my state’s top elected official, the focus of my 
piece changed and morphed into what it is today. 

 When finished, I wanted my words to reach as many teachers as possible and so I     
submitted my work, now an op-ed, to the most widely read newspaper in NJ, the Star Ledger 
of Newark. They published the piece shortly afterwards, but not before changing the title to 
Good teachers always go above and beyond for us. Within days the article had been copied and 
distributed by individual teachers, their unions and school districts throughout NJ.  

 And within a week of being published the piece had gone national and the teachers and I 
applauded! 

 I do admit a bias concerning this piece—my wife, Karen was a long time teacher. Our son, 
Michael, my sister, Ann, and my sister-in-law, Donna are still teachers. So are many of my 
friends. I admire them for their career choices; for dealing daily in an environment that’s been 
so damaged by far too much bureaucratic baggage (not my first choice of words) as they strive 
to place the educational needs of their students first and foremost. In my opinion, Karen,    
Michael, Ann and Donna and the rest are hero-teachers. And if you should wonder why that is 
then you missed the point of the piece.  But if you didn’t... 

 This version presented here, by the way, appears with its original title and a few of the 
words removed for space considerations from the published version. 
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